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Feminism Comes of Age on Television
The Portrayals of Empowered Older Women
from Murder She Wrote to Damages
	 According	to	the	Frankfurt	School,1	“So-called	mass	culture	and	communica-
tions	stand	in	the	center	of	leisure	activity,	are	important	agents	of	socialization,	
mediators	 of	 political	 reality,	 and	 should	 thus	 be	 seen	 as	 major	 institutions	 of	
contemporary	societies”	(Miller,	2002,	p.	17).	The	early	feminist	television	criti-





















with	 the	 family,	 and	 incapable	 of	 functioning	 outside	 the	 home.	 Betty	 Friedan	
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Stereotypical Roles for Older Women
	 Traditionally,	 the	older	woman	 is	only	 ‘visible’	 in	her	 roles	as	mother	and	
grandmother.	 Frequently,	 she	 is	 a	 ‘Jewish	 Mother’	 (whether	 Jewish	 or	 not),	 as	
she	whines,	devours,	and	complains.	Historically,	to	depict	an	older	woman	as	an	
intellectually	vital,	sexually	active,	productive	member	of	society	in	her	own	right	
is	 extremely	 rare.	Emblematic	of	visible	mother,	but	 invisible	womanhood,	 are	
characters	such	as	Edith	Bunker	(All in the Family,	1971-1979),	Estelle	Costanza	
(Seinfeld,1993-1998),	and	Marie	Barone	(Everybody Loves Raymond,	1996-2005).	
They	are	women,	much	 like	 the	pantheon	of	 Jewish	mothers,	 Ida	Morgenstern	






































































































































	 In	an	episode	of	Six Feet Under	entitled	“Ecotone”	(2005),	she	tries	 to	re-
kindle	her	romantic	relationship	with	Hiram,	but	comes	to	the	conclusion	that	she	
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make	sense	of	a	world	which	includes	the	incomprehensible	(the	death	of	Nate).	
Her	mother-daughter	battles	with	Claire	are	representative	of	 the	difficulties	of	







































away	 from	 the	 village.	As	 Joan	 and	 her	 nephew,	 Martin,	 watch	 him	 sail	 away,	



























































the	Dowager	 in	several	 instances.	Mrs.	Crawley	advocates	 for	modern	medical	











	 Both	 Isobel	 and	Violet	 in	 their	distinctive	 roles	 represent	women	who	can	
make	decisions	and	who	are	capable	of	change.	They	are	empowered	within	their	
environments	and	are	respected	by	all	of	the	younger	characters.	Sickness	befalls	
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other	 as	 they	 work	 on	 cases	 dealing	 with	 such	 contemporary	 issues	 as	 insider	
trading,	environmental	issues,	and	banking.	They	are	both	presented	as	smart	and	
calculating—Patty	as	far	more	experienced	in	deviousness	than	the	naïve	Ellen.	


































	 The	 decoding	 of	 media	 stereotypes	 of	 older	 women	 and	 the	 awareness	 of	
increasingly	counter-hegemonic	empowered	women	helps	to	promote	agency	for	
this	cohort.	It	was	only	14	years	ago	that	McQuaide	(1998)	wrote:
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